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.^v V . 'li!hat»s Really 5a^3,c about. TteachOuR Picfelpn Writing?. Joseph Muioio !• 
■'fj'l " . J ' ■ Issues vs, Charact'eir lii Acfcion * . ^^m;h[o and orqani/ations opehatinc, 

OJ „ ^ '^NOfiHAQHEEMrNTSWITHTHENATlONAl ir^ ' 

, . • / ^ - ' . • - ''Tmm: OF EDucATrQN FunTHCfl mifno^ 

' - (CT 1S7^^ bV JOSenh M^^ ^ - out« thk CHl^; .ftysT|!M'H^ 

> ■ , ■ ■ * OWNfiH. ■ 

■ ' ' \' ■ : ■ , ■ . . ; ■■ ■■■ ^ 

As^non-f lotion works Its way into a stronghold to the reading public, ' ' ■ / . . 

. ■'■ * 'I' . . • ^ .^^ '•. ' ^ ' 

seem paracloxleally to be sllpptog inore and mora, Into . > ' ■ 

■ ' ' ' ^ , ■ J . ' 9P ' • ■ ' ' ■ . ■ 

the rea3m of fact. /fliu^,. we have best-sellers of historical fantasy where . . ■ ,. 

onca-Uvfe fipjires, npw resurreQted, mlnRle with Invented^ character o to ' 

a fictional domain, i^^iey ...actually speak and cause^^hings to happen /'which, '\r\, 

■\ in the case of some pklltlcml f ij^ rnlgbt ,be .an'elevafclori. Outside ^ \ :1 

the Hjberarj/ arena, tnere h^yq'b^^^ ' •! ' 

/ ' ► visual m(iila, of the-.Ilve^, of noted persqnapesi ^lari'y. O^^ Didrikson \ \ : 

. ■ Zaliaidas/ 01^nc6 Darrow/Elea^^ ■ - ^ ; 

A Llridbei^gjta J an^/ events: 1>he;(^^ 



IJie llsf goes—is going— on. 'k£^ir)my :\\x^ ^b after a Washington, D. C.^' 
police group se^i ]xp a phony Qovet^ks' a fencing rln|$^- and natitiBd hundreds of 
; thieves and millions in loot, ne^6|iations are already, underway for.a- mcJvle ■ 
;^ ' ^on the sub,1ect.' ■ (It just happened ! ) It .seems that history Is instantaneous , 

and that f^ictlonal dramatisation iVtonly a few steps. behind. ^ . . 

. -• ■;' ; , ■'^'"%\..^ / , .' ■ ■/ , 

In 1971* (what seems already llk^ ano^lier age), ^ editor wrote politely 

- ; 'to ifie that he, perceived. an .unwllliri^iess in the i\merican public to enter into 
■ ' : \- ... - V"''.'. ■ ^- .."; 

the ijiBginative #or\ld of a fiction writer,, that what the, jDublic wanted .was . 

,;''the facts."' Now, only five years aftej;* that bit of ominous ■peraejjtioh-, I 

. .ml#it -go' a Qtip further and sajr that what the .aspiring writer— the writer 

whose manui^crlpt and published story t have come to know moi^ than any other~ 

, what th$ writer wants' : is. to give the f Stct s . ' The student of wrltir^g, trying 

to learn a craft in a :Classroom or a program of some kind* (and seafchinR • 



. . desperately for''ah art),— the student I rikve encountered mor^-than any other-.-. 



eric;,-' ■ , ' \\ 



■ h fno1>or.lontod. Either thlr?, or ho turri;:; to the other oltrnme, more' . 

oft'<^ tli-ui not, to the .realm, of Rcionco fiction, where rirjrhap::; fie finds 

' ' •■ , ' \ . ' ' 

a world ft'onh—booaurso -totally unknowi— a- world challonrjinp; bocaune-i.t in 

.oat)ahlQ of.heinp: iinar^iiied, becauce it 'in not already , town qrid "c?overed." , 

Overwhelmed by- event r, and their instant repiiays, the typj.cal si^udent 

- ' ' . - > \ • 

of fiction wrltlnf^;, as t see hijn. or her, seeks' out Bome'thlnR frdh a past" . 
tliaf was, m<5re real arid' writes a «vej?y short ,t>taccoto piece of prose— » • 
peppered with earnest, sincere, sometjmos successful attempts 'to (teanatii^e 
^that event— prose that is thin camouflar-p for a television, or -cinematic / ■• 
scGnc. IXiG psi'afiraphs 'are choppy. Ihe sentences are framiented , (Ho 1:?./ 
life, thp rejoinder f-ioes. ) 'Ihe'ohartjetors (.if there' pre characters);'afc 
mouthpieces for Ihe lieoaon. « • ... ■/ \ 

V T^Jhtcli brrlnfis us to the paraJDle. In FSrtha Foley's liest 'American Short 

... ■- e^.. - ■ . — — -r— . 

r.torios 1973 . the alphabet plays prophets and IM'thelmc^^'A City "of Churches" 

■ . ■ - . — . •- .-' , - . ' ■ '■■■■...^ ■ . . 

is lead stqr?^, Ihere, are" two cl-iaracters, pnd they have names'; ' 1^ speak. 

Lhey act, & little. But. the mato- character of the "story," of cotese, is \ 

>' ■ . , ■ * , ■ , ' ^ ■' ~ y 

the city of churches Itself— the world, the universe, 'the .cosmos. 'We are 

■ - -S ■ ■ ■ 
no more Interested In Cecelia or Mr. Phillips-, the two chk'acters In dlalofewe 

- : • ■ •- ■ ■ ■ • ■ . ^ -. > ■ o , 

who pive us 'a tour of wtiat $;h£s Imagined world "fjif the story is,, than we are 

say-, "the church bulMlnKs themselves that line the streets wall-te-wall.' 

.Por'^thls is a 'story of -idea. The thoueJit 's, the tMnK.'' Puzzle it out .\ Agree 

'or disagree, mo cares if Cecelia's car-rental concern m^es a -go of it? ' ■ 

• V ' :It seems tYnt we.liave come— or perhaps ar^ comiiig— around to. the obverse 

of what we as-vo'lters had a hac^'tlme learning. Remefiiber? "Fiction is - 

.specific, di^araatlc^ scenic. Show, &qri't tell!" There Is now a" good deal of 

telling '.^oliig on as the. fiction writer— swanpid by rejections to the 'point of 

not bothering to send out much anymore,^ waijy of an. audience, confused by ; 



pluralism on all f^o«ts--turns ,. away, ft'om. his. ;fitock-ln^ xiharacter^ 
'In action, ana^lookinf-; for' tho aqt.ion^heafjn on, hoad-on into the isnues. 

flits. may. very. well, bo th« ^Ili-^HJtion for tin. Perfiapr; wo noad to clear 
our lioadn ijntil ponj^lcr bocanf> dintlnct anofn arid not rara-o labol«.'of tbifi ': 
or that porniianlon. r./iat .{•nil,, ;ln my croative vfl^it^np, clann, wo wore dirj- 

^ • . ' ' ' • 

Gvir.nitpr: one of the I'-tudi-ntr;' ntorfon about a younf*; wonKai, riow'ty moved liito J ' 
a no.lp]iborhf)od| wlio M^m trylnfi to ."pt to Imm nn ol<lor w6nian \iho war;, not r;o ' 
lnel;1ne(\ ar: rjho dominated In hey/hieticulmBly clean houno.\ (Ite^lder woman 
vjarj r-ather tieftly portayed, the story Kavinp:_ been written with her as - the 
■point-of-vlew character. Yet, one of - the lijinsdlate reactions to the older 
• woman was, "We all know her. ' .%e' s one of (those kind! " What had, happened 
W61S that the stoi^ was, read, connections v;ere made to a stereotype, and the 
Gliat^acterif^ation, coR!t)lete;,with some inslpht into theVonHn'n mlrid, was ■ ■ 
forf':otten. "It rerrdhded me- of a studont^s science fiction -/Story of the pi'o-. : 
vlouq year, af-jD-In-in a Classroom dincur,;;ion, where the writer -ef - the story ^ 
no lon?rer conntralrexi to reinain silent about hisi authorship, blur-ted out,- 
"Vfell, he's 'a P/>ta! ^ If you v;ere ipfeo fscience fiction, you vrould know wl^t 
itetas.ar-e,!" ' _ ' , - . . ^ , " » ^ 

HettinK "intov thtop;s -.Implied, c^q well as. a siirple entrance,' an,:iraminAit 
exit"." I know ..of no enframing literary .character where such an in-ar\d-outV for 
writer or for s.eripus reader, is possible. But, let's face it," most students 
of fiction writlnE are not going to be writing for a^lifetiine, and hardly any - 
for a living. /Mjs does not mean that they shouldn't be .there. I want them ° 
tterc. • I want the auditors there, and the. ones who Just canfe in to- find out 
something about, the process, and the ones -who lave been. praised so much for . 
their work that they suspect their flatterers of shallowness, and the ones wha 
need someplace to go, and the opes who wonder whalt all, the fuss is about. 



M<\ l;hoy r,hoii].i l^n rnlxcf;- In iVl.i.li ;i,ho!:o who l:lTlrilM,hoy Irnow, boyond miy 
.'ViiiVjf; , thrjy wmt to vjpiU) nnd ni'o tlioro to loruii, ovon to rrlvo. J' do ; ; ■ ' / 
not \mievo thni> ;i n.inrlo plnno lopcon har, been wanted. Even the mor,t 'i-in- • 
w!111rvvofVtho'T;Qi-, W.1 II novor foi'r>X>t v/b.-TC inldhlr) 0 1;;. And moat vfill ly> " ' 
' l/.'ttor-T:!.;;t'-;norr, of rrmrsio. , . • , . . ' * . ' - . 

'fii.'it ;].n a;; irnich our j'f)!/ In tcwhlrif: fif.tion wrii^ltif; a;; tho wi'Itta;-: Itf-olf: • ^ 
to ir)k"' apprf!P.l,'itor.';, readra';;. To 'cr»Yito an riiidlonbo, :;o to r,poak, ,^k1 In " 
tho r<irK5onj'/ to^have rian:; throufji, alonrr Wl.th t-,ho'ro;;t, itao 'few who will wiMte 

i.ho 1,ii/;r'atiirr!' of thrd.r own •' . • 

■ ' ■ • ^ ■ . . if .' • 

r.o what T would nay "thoy" nood from ufj— to uno one of tho 'UirAc thanatic '* 

^ nmiiij-hmii of -tli!.!:; cohforenno-r-i;; a I'oaDoorxjinGnt atid a roanijei'tlon that fiction 
•wrM;;inf-;.iB unoquivofial : the pobp:io,who m^i^t, f.lrnt of .all ; W :In tho story to" 
;itlow it t'o be called one, mivA; count; life— or, at, least , llvin/V- ic at-otako*. - 

Wii!! in not t-o nay that tho par-ablo, the fine/lote, the character ntetch, ^ 
the pvcxiQ poem, and t;hoao by aiiy other name canhot be bona' fide workn, of 
.'•■eriounnen:;, invagination, and depth" (ot levity 1. T would s3inf)ly reserve the I .* 
name ntor^Ato a fictional work with character!; Wmove throu^^^ net of actlonn. 
' I would 'mko dintinctionn , take a stand. ' Robert\pf)^n Warr-en ban said in an , • .• 
* eosay, J'VJhy Do We Read Fiction?," that it in "alwLn\our interon't In a^story" 

and that "the f?xperienqe that in Ghara?teristicallAi\;esenteti^^i^ a ntqry la 
^. tl'iat of facinf; a problem, a conflict." '!li1.s, of cKJukne, in nc^ basic an to\ , 

be, old-hat. But We are in the middle; of a llterfary .Idboratoryl Vflien tho no-called ' 
, exiierimenta are^nuccennful, there is»nothirip:- more tte'lBlnp;:" 'Pikie Olnen's •'. 

bri].liant f if teejn-year-old' story "Tell Me ' a Riddle'.' or miiiam g\ss ' s ,' ''In the , 
_ Feart of the Heart of the Country" or William Eastlake's more;recip;!IffS5ee6h^'^^ 
of .Sun," • 4, • ^ , • ■ ■ ■ • ■ - ■ \, 

■ ' . ■ But there can be nothing more disnnl than a failed experiment. To try ' • 



. -oxlxjntl.ncr l:},i;i;*lr; ir/'tapHor (porhapo upimtoly a failed experlTOrjt/ifcBolf)-, 
; a lolwmtory oxperlrnrjntnr haii fcraditi^ally known whon he has falM 
b1.<!W lip, the rabb'it dlorl (to -mix mcj^^aphor'o) , or thf? boakor mel^M. 
•■*v^it;, l;ho i?or,ulto' novo not prlnt^Mn the scientific '.louma^ij (I 
Jiollovo) an a-new thofjif;. Rut J^ie ronultn can bo urjeful. ,We Wow 
. not to tread. ' , . . 

ir; pof^niblG ttet, Ir/the fjcranjj].© to coino up w^h new fomi, too many- 
fat lwl oxpGr^lirrmtn fjet pub/ichod an otqri(>:;, while th6se tamed on the tee with 
a rejoction slip 'atror-hy/to ntone." To fall an toac|>tern of flctioi| wrltln;-; 
t« noko di.ntlnctlonnj t;/) take a ntand,* I believe \h be' a -dl n:;erv:lide to ttie ' 
ntudont. He \v she, ^{fter all, \pM not beenj^vraf' all thin, \-%'0\y^ be"fore. He ^ 
can haKlly ytart at lihe Wl. .There, in andoubtf^dly plenty of wha.t/ wo might call 




•'mconventlonal'nni/b;j\ot'ifetter^ and charaote^n, to challenp;e th4 contemporary 
!vavl't^,a^ of -fiction/ let h,im master norne forqi^an y fo.rm— to be aMe to tell his 
r.tory an a^'ntoW; ' Give hor room. P.tretch/hlo canvas and mkolier vine "bru»h 
-'ntroken.rjot no/,arbitrar;y. , Inspire h:!m t«^' net anide hin 'power ^tbols for awhile 
and take up tfte slower h'and auf-ier and rfinj). Make her,app«ntl(le herself , "cjatbe] 

.:in ;:;orneone';/ nhadow the flovrorn that r/Main,. Mid leave behind i;hfl vinon .for 

' ' /. r /- ■ ' ■ ■ 

otP'ier fr-ult. ' ■ y ■. . ; n 

T/)ol/to the ihory.""^Tli^nsueni if they cm, will followl r '- 



I 



And they shou^^ be mixeci in v/ith t%ose v/ho think they know, beyond any 
doubt, that they want to^ite and ^e there to learn, even to give. I dc!^ • 
not believe that> a single piano- lesson has b^en wasted. Eyen the most un- ' 
willipj^ of the lot v,lll never forget where middle C is . Arid most wLll be " 

• tetter -listeners of music. ' . \ ' 

That is -as much our job in teaching fiction writing as the writing itself: • 
to'makg- appreciators, readers. To create an audience, so to speak, and in ' 
the process to have pass 'through, alor^ with the rest, those "few v^o will write 

the literature of their own. age. • • . • 

\ . 

So what- 1 would say "they" need from us~to use one of the basic thematic^ ' 
«a«e$^4:«is of -this conference— is a re'assessment and' a reassertion that fiction 
\vritir^ is unequivocal: the people, who must, first oT all; be in the story" to ' 
allow it to be called one, ra^st count; life—or, at least, living— is at stake. 

This is not to say that the parable, the ane«Wote, the character sketch,' - 
the prose poem, and those by any other name can^iot be bona fide works, of ' 
seriousness, iiragination", and depth" (or levity i. I would simply reserve the ; 
name story to a fictional work \-ath chaj^acters ^ho^move through a set of actions . 
■ I would 'make distinctions, tak6 a stand. Robert \peWi Warren has said in an " --^ • 
essay, ,"VJhy Do We Read Fictipn?," that it is "alwLs\our interest in a story" 
and that "the experien^'that is chara?teri5ticallAptg5^ted in a story is 

• that of facing a prc^'fem, a conflict." This, of course, is^d basic as to 

be, old-hat. But ye are in the middle of a literary l^oratoryl Vta the so-called 
experiments are ^successful, there is » nothing' more thrilVing: Tiilie Olsen's - 
brilliant f if teen-year-old • story "TeH Pfe'a Riddle'' or Wimgft: Gkss'^.!"In the 
"Vepj:^ of the Heart of the Country" or William .Eastlake • s m6rerecl...,_„^ 
of Sun/' . ' • \ ^ ' y 

But the^^e can be nothing more dismal than ^ failed experlinent . To try^ < 



■ to extend my little netaphor (periiaps ult-imately a failed experiment itself)— 
,'a laboratory experimenter- has traditionally known vjhen he has f ailed : ' the lab 
b4ew up, the rabbit died (to mix metaphors), or the beaker melted. ''In any 
event, the i^esults v^ere not printed in t^ie scientific journals (I don';^ 
believe) as a new thesis. But j^e results can be .useful. We know' what ground' 
nQt to tread. , " . / 



^ , It is possibj^e that, ii/ the scramble to come up with new form^, too many- 
failed experljnents get published as stories, while those tagged on;' the t6e vrilth 
a rejection slip atrophy/to stone.' To fail as teachers of -fiction' writing 
to ''make distinctions, to tak^ a starld,' I believe to be' a-dlsservl|je to the • 
student. He W>she, after all, h^s not been over all this groun^j before. He' 
can hardly ^tart at ihe end. There is undoubtedly plenty of what' we mi^t call 
''unconventional'* subject matter, and characters, to challenge th|^ contenporary 
v/riter of fiction,^ ' Let him master seme ^orm— any form—to be at^e to tell his 
story as a story -Give^;;^r roan. Stretch his canvas and make ^er use brush 
'strokes, not so. arbitrary. . Inspire hinl to set a^ideT^ pov/er .tools for a while 
and take up the slower 'hand auger and rasp.- Make her apprentice herself, gather 
in someone shadow the flov/ers that remain, and leave behind "the vines for 
other fruit. ' ' ... ' • • 

Look' to the ^tory. The issues, if they can, \^J1 follow. • / ' " 
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